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The racist scripts imposed upon African­Americans diminish individual dignity, respect,                   
and autonomy. When faced with these “proper” modes of being, African­Americans have                       
traditionally faced the choice to either subject themselves to these negative scripts or find ways                             
to combat them. Appiah points out that the individuals that have had their autonomy limited, and                               
their dignity insulted typically respond by “learning to see these collective identities not as                           
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sources of limitation and insult but as a valuable part of what they centrally are. Because the                                 
ethics of authenticity requires us to express what we centrally are in our lives, they move next to                                   
the demand that they be recognized in social life as woman, homosexuals, Blacks, Catholics.”                           64
We see this sort of thinking come about during the late 60’s and early 70’s in the Black Power                                     
Movement, or the Black is Beautiful cultural movement. Those in power from outside of the                             
Black community to that point had provided purely negative scripts for Black lives, so in                             
refutation people from ​within the Black community flipped the scripts and created positive                         
scripts for themselves. 
At first this seems like a reasonable response, but its long­term stability is questionable.                           
Appiah points to some negative implications of taking on these self­provided positive scripts.                         
The first is that by being Black one must reject White norms of speech and behavior. By                                 
rejecting what are perceived to be White norms of speech and behavior we limit the range of                                 
possible norms and behaviors for Black people. This inherent limitation plays itself out today                           
when African­Americans think about blackness as a quantity. There are certain ways to be Black,                             
and if you don’t fit into those scripts you are not “Black enough.” “Enough” implies that there is                                   
a certain amount of blackness that one must have in order to “really be Black.” When someone                                 
tells a Black person that they talk White, they are attempting to police blackness. The policing of                                 
blackness is a negative outcome of the aforementioned pro­Black scripts that involved rejecting                         
perceived whiteness. 
The second consequence is that by taking on the pro­Black script you have to                           




not need a script that is pro­Black if there was not an anti­Black world in the first place. Appiah                                     
makes the claim, therefore, that “insisting on the right to live a dignified life will not be enough.                                   
It will not even be enough to require that one be treated with equal dignity despite being Black.”                                 
When we ask to be treated with equal dignity despite being Black or any other collective                                 65
identity we are conceding that blackness negatively impacts the amount of dignity that we can                             
have in the first place. 
Asking for equal dignity or respect despite being Black requires that being Black is a                             
negative condition. When Black people ask for respect despite their blackness they are                         
unknowingly internalizing the racist rhetoric that they initially set out to overcome. This is                           
clearly a mistake, for surely they do not mean to say, “Black people are in fact bad, but I am a                                         
Black person that happens to be good. I would like for you to respect me despite the fact that I                                       
am Black.” Perhaps a better way to go about it would be to ask for respect ​as ​a Black rather than                                         
despite being Black. 
However even asking for respect as a Black has its own shortcomings. As soon as we ask                                 
for respect as a Black we acknowledge that there are scripts that come with being Black. Appiah                                 
is concerned that “we have replaced one kind of tyranny with another.” On one hand, the                                 66
availability of positive Black scripts was a necessary departure from the negative modes of being                             
that were traditionally supplied by society, but on the other they are just as constricting as the                                 
negative modes of being they sought to replace. As we have seen, the pro­Black script was an                                 





relational to whiteness. It was, nonetheless, a requisite step towards the ideal of unscripted                           
blackness. 
The best scenario is one where there are no proper ways of being Black and each Black                                 
individual is free to interpret the role that blackness will play in their lives, without facing                               
ridicule from others, both Blacks and non Blacks alike. 
The second thing that Appiah means when he says that we should not take our racial                               
identity too seriously is that race should function in the same manner as any other collective                               
identity. Appiah realizes that we are not just Black or White, or men or women, or young or old.                                     
We are multiple things at once. For instance, I am a young Black man, and the collective                                 
dimension of my identity as an individual is comprised of all of those identities together. So we                                 
should not take our racial identity so seriously as to overpower some of the other identities that                                 
we have. Appiah says that racial identities have the tendency to go imperial and “lead people to                                 
forget that their individual identities are complex and multifarious.”   67
While it is true that we are complex and multifarious individuals, I do worry that Appiah                               
may be endorsing a position that takes racial identity too lightly. “It is crucial,” Appiah states,                               
“to remember always that we are not simply Black or White or yellow or brown, gay or straight                                   
or bisexual, Jewish, Christian Moslem, Buddhist or Confucian but that we are also brothers and                             
sisters...fans of the Padres and the Bruins...movie buffs; MTV­holics…” I think that Appiah                         68
runs the risk of trivializing racial identity. By my estimation the impact that one’s racial identity                               
is likely to have on someone’s life is far greater than someone’s favorite MLB team. The social                                 





We are not necessarily in control of our racial identity, and racism is something that people of                                 
color have to face on a daily basis when they leave their homes, as I am sure Appiah is well                                       
aware of in his personal life. I understand his desire to not have race dominate our other                                 






















As African­Americans we are all faced with the prospect of dehumanization. Regardless                       
of who we are, and what we will be, our humanity is and always will be denied. The question                                     
then is: How do we respond to our condition? And in a great twist of philosophical irony the                                   
answer is that there is no answer. The only answer that can be given is to assert your agency.                                     
However that is subjective, and by nature will be different for every single person. 
Each person has the ability to choose how to assert their own subjectivity. Slaves                           
violently had their individuality and humanity stripped from them; they were violently forced                         
into collective anonymity. At this point the individual slave sees that his or her humanity is being                                 
challenged as their inherent ability for potential is being physically denied by chains. Some                           
slaves decided to pray to their gods, while other slaves resolved to kill themselves. The slaves                               
choose different means to reach the same end: asserting their own agency and reclaiming their                             
humanity. Objects cannot kill themselves, for there is no self to kill as an object. Objects cannot                                 
choose death because they have no life in the first place. Committing suicide is something that                               
only a subjective being can do. Objects also don’t pray. Objects don’t have anything to pray for                                 
because they have no future. In prayer you acknowledge your potential as a human, which the                               
slave traders tried to take away from the slave. We cannot say that one slave was right and the                                     
other was wrong. There cannot be a wholesale group response to the challenge, because that                             
disregards the subjective nature of humanity in the first place. 
The situation of the African­American parent is just as daunting as the slaves. How are                             
they supposed to raise children that they have no way to protect as they cannot even protect                                 
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themselves? Deciding whether or not to take the life of your child to prevent them from a life of                                     
bondage was a very real response. Raising children is difficult in any context, but the pressures                               
of raising kids under the condition of oppression is beyond challenging. Subjective responses are                           
a key part of understanding the battle against dehumanization. For this is the same reason that we                                 
cannot be upset at Du Bois for writing ​Of the Passing of the First­Born, ​where he found himself                                   
oddly glad that his son had died before experiencing the terrors of dehumanization, “All that day                               
and night there sat an awful gladness in my heart­nay, blame not if I see the world thus darkly                                     
through the Veil.” Others may have decided to weep over the loss of potential, but Du Bois                                 69
found an odd sense of joy knowing that his child would never have to have the experience of                                   
having his human potential denied. There is no proper response to the situation, and both                             
reactions are meritorious in their own right, as they both recognize the humanity of the child at                                 
stake. Although neither decision is better than another. Each choice is more than just a matter of                                 
opinion. It is a political response, and a demonstration of agency  
Ultimately what’s important is recognition of the question at hand. Once we realize the                           
nature of our situation we can work to change it. It’s a process to even arrive at the right                                     
question. We don’t just wake up one day and realize that we are in the zone of non­being. We                                     
have to go through the process of living in order to gain our experiences. We have to be the                                     
invisible man: “One night I accidentally bumped into a man, and perhaps because of the near                               
darkness he saw me and called me an insulting name. I sprang at him, seized his coat lapels and                                     
demanded that he apologize...But he continued to curse and struggle, and I butted him again and                               





the man had not seen me, actually; that he, as far as he knew, was in the midst of a walking                                         
nightmare!” We don’t all have to beat a man half to death to gain an understanding of the                                   70
condition that we face, but we all go through some experience that illuminates our situation to us.                                 
We all have different experiences that awaken us to the fact of our shared situation, and our                                 
responses to that situation can vary as much as the experiences that awaken us to our oppression.                                 
The journey to the question, and the answer, if we can even call it that, demonstrates an                                 
understanding of your situation which is crucial if one wishes to change their situation. 
 
 
 
 
   
70 3, Ellison 
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Section 4.1: What About Everybody Else? 
To act is to be committed, and to be committed is to be in danger­James Baldwin 
One thing that Appiah and Gordon do not adequately account for is group transcendence. 
So much of the work that they have done focuses on the individual and their quest for 
authenticity. Although discussions of this nature are warranted, finding individual authenticity 
does not suffice to bring about the type of social change that oppressed individuals ultimately 
seek. That type of change can only be brought about by group level social change. Groups are 
obviously made up of individuals, so their individual authenticity is certainly important, but if 
the focus of racial discourse becomes over­individualized, then oppressed groups will just 
become home to great individuals that are atypical and disjointed from their peers, and the 
groups will become even easier to oppress. This lies in stark contrast to the predetermined nature 
of the Black body that I described earlier, yet both narratives are problematic because they are 
too extreme. Neither demonstrate recognition of the humanity of African­American people on a 
large scale. Predeterminism doesn’t recognize any Black individuals, and over­individualization 
only recognizes a chosen few, while disregarding all of the others. Effective political and social 
organizing around collective identities should involve balance. African­Americans should work 
together on a group level, however they should be recognized as full fledged individuals within 
that same group. ​The importance of group organization is something that Martin Luther King 
has been advocating since the 60's, “This form of group unity can do infinitely more to liberate 
the Negro than any action of individuals. We have been oppressed as a group and we must 
overcome that oppression as a group.”  71
71 133, King 
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Up until the birth fairly recent birth of the Black Lives Matter Movement, there had been 
a lull in social justice movements coming from within the Black community starting in the 80's. 
Prior to that the Civil Rights Movement dominated the 60's, and the 70's saw the rise and fall of 
the Black Power Movement. Since then instead of group action we have been given great 
figures, and idols. These individuals were all exceptional by virtue of their own merits. However 
they are anomalies, and should not be expected to be the norm. We have mistaken individual 
achievement for group success. We need tangible social change, and not just for Oprah to have 
her own TV Channel. When Obama, was elected into office there was widespread 
misinterpretation of what that would actually mean for Black people. Barrack Obama, is 
powerful, but he is just one man, so when we tell Black kids to be like Obama, or when we take 
Obama as a sign of progress we are mistaken. Obama has done well for himself to become 
president, and there was once a day and age where that would have been impossible. 
Furthermore, Obama is an extraordinary person to say the least, and when we tell kids to be like 
Obama we are asking for them to be extraordinary which isn’t fair. We have to be able to find a 
healthy middle ground between poverty and Presidency. We are far too easy to oppress if we just 
spend all of our time looking up to Obama, or trying to be like Oprah. They are exceptional 
individuals, who have reached the highest of heights, yet if the groups that they supposedly 
represent do not climb with them then it is meaningless. We are mistaken to think that 
exceptional individuals are a sign of progress, or that in order for us to make anything of 
ourselves we have to be extraordinary to such a degree. 
Mike Wallace in that same interview with Stokely Carmicheal, told him that “You are 
one black man. Who went to a good essentially white high school in the city of New York. You 
 
Higginbotham 57 
obviously have had a good education and a good many of the people who work with you in 
SNCC can say the same thing, and you are a black man that came from a New York ghetto.” 
Carmichael responds, “And we are saying that there is a system that allows for one or two black 
people to get out, and that that's the rationale for keeping other black people down.”  Wallace 72
wishes to push the narrative of black exceptionalism, and Carmichael refutes that by talking 
about the system that keeps the group down rather than the successes of the individual. 
Blacks did not come to this country as individuals, we were brought here as a group. Our 
shared experience of oppression initially forged the bond that still holds us together. In order for 
us to overcome that oppression we have to do so as a group. The importance of group 
organization is something that Malcolm X has been advocating since the 60's, The problem isn’t 
personal and it isn’t individual. The problem is collective, and just as Negros suffer collectively 
from the collective attitudes of White people in the country. You can’t approach it on an 
individual level.”   ​However even this type of thinking is somewhat flawed, in that it doesn’t tell 73
the whole story of what is necessary to bring about social change. Social change does not only 
mean united activity from oppressed groups but, activity from the oppressing groups as well. The 
Black man is not the one who set up the system against himself. The White man is responsible 
for that. 
We have a situation where not only is the victim suffering, but the victim is also expected 
to explain the nature of the oppression to the very same people that oppress them. Gordon 
comments on this situation, “This demand for explanation is a core feature of racism that other’s 
72 Carmichael and Wallac 
73 ​Lomax, Louis E. “A Summing Up: Louis Lomax Interviews Malcolm X.” ​When the Word Is Given: a Report on 
Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, and the Black Muslim World​. 
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existence isn’t justified.”  This is actually rooted in Emancipation. African­Americans were 74
given their freedom, however they were still oppressed economically and politically by Jim 
Crow laws. However, they were now “free” and because they were free they were now portrayed 
as responsible for their situations because they were free from slavery. Racists were able to push 
the burden of responsibility onto Black people, when in reality Black people lived under 
circumstances that Racists had manufactured from start to finish. The lack of accountability on 
the part of the oppressor goes hand in hand with the lack of change for the oppressed people. 
So long as the African­American is seen as solely responsible for a situation which they 
had no part in creating, progress will be as slow as it has ever been. As James Baldwin says 
“What I am much more concerned about is what white Americans have done to themselves; what 
has been done to me is irrelevant simply because there is nothing more you can do to me. But in 
doing it you've done something to yourself. In evading my humanity, you have done something 
to your own humanity” The same way that oppressed people must proactively work for their own 
political freedom. The Oppressor must also educate themselves about the struggles of the 
oppressed group. This is a key component of creating social change, White people that stand to 
benefit from a racist power structure have to make a concerted effort to understand that system 
and what they can do to make a difference. 
That requires taking political action. That doesn’t mean that just being nice to Black 
people. Being nice to Black people falls in the same boat as exceptional Black individuals. It too 
demonstrates a fundamental misunderstanding of the relationship between race and power in this 
country. Racism isn’t about White people being mean to Black people because they don’t like 
74 153, Gordon 
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the color of our skin, this is just a part of the problem. Racism is about structural oppression on a 
political level. White people do not have to like us in order for us to be free. We need things like 
police brutality, and access to education to change for us to be free. For a White person to be 
nice, or even like a Black person is nice for those two people, but it has no impact on the political 
standing of the group of the oppressed group. 
Regardless of how many nice White people there are, or the number of White friends that 
I have, when I go to New York City “Stop and Frisk” is for me, and for the people that look like 
me. The thought that if a White person is just nice to Black people, then they are doing their job 
to combat social injustice, is detrimental to the cause. We need more than that, we need people 
on both sides taking tangible political action. The change which we seek, requires a shift in 
thinking on the part of the oppressor, and on the behalf of the oppressed. 
Here we see a unifying narrative about individuals both black and white that is false. 
Black people are lead to believe in the potential of great African­American figures as signs of 
progress and this is simply not true as Baldwin points out that, “The fact that Harry Belafonte 
makes as much money as, let's say Frank Sinatra, doesn't really mean anything in this context. 
Frank can still get a house anywhere, and Harry can’t...They love him onstage, or a cocktail 
party, but they don't want him to marry their daughters.”  African­American individuals who are 75
highly successful, are not symbols of group progress. The same way that nice people don't have a 
significant impact on race relations in this country, it is important to question what they seek to 
accomplish with their niceness. As Coates says, “But my experience in this world has been that 
the people who believe themselves to be white are obsessed with the politics of personal 
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exoneration.”   While the nice White person certainly does not wish to cause harm unto the 76
Black person, this may be in the self interest of exoneration. The point is that both sides are led 
to believe that individual action is enough to change the group­level situation. We are always 
told how much people can do on an individual basis. This narrative is generated to the benefit of 
the system in place. To cite Coates again, “A society almost necessarily, begins every success 
story with the chapter that most advantages itself, and in America, these precipitating chapters 
are almost always rendered as the singular action of exceptional individuals.”   Both Blacks and 77
Whites must be sure not to fall into the trap of individualism, racism is not a problem that can be 
fixed by one person, keeping in mind what King said it takes the effort of an entire group. 
Here, Amy Gutman’s essay, ”What’s Morally Relevant about Racial Identity?” proves to 
be insightful. Gutman opens up the obligation to fight for social justice to an even larger group. 
Gutman proposes that, “everyone should do his or her fair share to overcome racial (as well as 
any other) injustice.”  This is how things should already be in theory, yet we all know from 78
experience that this is far from the truth. Gutman endorses an all­encompassing ideal that if made 
into a reality would cause social change of the likes which we have never seen. This has not yet 
happened because there is some mental work that has to be done to get to that point . Gutman 
makes the key distinction between color consciousness and race consciousness. 
The two are often convoluted, but have key differences. First off there is race 
consciousness: “the kind of consciousness that presumes the existence of separate human races 
and identifies race with essential natural differences that are morally relevant.”  Just like with 79
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extrinsic racism, the “natural differences” are phenotypical and indicative of morally relevant 
differences. This type of thinking is seemingly the root of all our problems as it is essentially the 
consciousness of propositional and dispositional racists The core presumption of difference is the 
core of White supremacy, and the power structure in this country. It is unequivocally vital that 
we rid ourselves of that core presumption, for, as should be clear by now, the entire 
African­American condition has been manufactured by that presumption. 
On the other hand, Gutmann describes color consciousness which “rejects an essential, 
natural division among human beings and also rejects the idea that there are morally relevant 
differences that correspond to racial divisions among human beings. Color consciousness entails 
an awareness of the way in which individuals have historically come to be identified by 
superficial phenotypical differences.”   If we were unable to have color consciousness, then we 80
would be unable to see the source of racial injustice for what it is. Right now, in America not 
everyone can see the racial injustice that takes place on a day to day basis. There are the people 
that are actively racist and commit racist acts, and then there are also people that are more 
passively racist. Active racists deny the humanity of others, by repeating racial slurs, antiblack 
violence, and signing antiblack petitions, these are the people that don’t like Black people and 
wish to punish them for it. On the other hand, there are people who do not recognize the 
humanity of Black people, but in a more passive form. These are the type of people that Coates 
was refering to they are more concerned with their own “exoneration” than with real issues of 
social injustices. Passive racists fail to participate in stopping active racists, but they too do not 
draw the connections between all of the “isolated” incidents of antiblack violence. They may not 
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throw the “n­word” around all the time, but passive racists surely compliment Black people “for 
being so articulate.” 
When dealing with passive and active racists we have already seen that the presentation 
of counter evidence doesn’t get the job done as far as changing their minds. Showing them 
statistics, and sharing personal experiences with them certainly will not do the trick. Active 
racists may simply take up their favorite pastime of denying the facts. Active racists don’t see 
that humanity of Black people in the first place so, their personal experiences will surely fall on 
deaf ears. Passive racists, may be more willing to hear the facts, and the personal experiences of 
Black people. However when everything's said and done they will find that they still “Just don’t 
like Black people for some reason.” The same goes for with simply disproving the biological 
basis for race, because that information has been available since W.E.B. Du Bois was born, and 
it hasn’t changed a thing. This is because of the pervasiveness of race consciousness allows one 
to consistently evade reality, counterevidence and all things rational have no impact. Where race 
consciousness looks to divide us, color consciousness looks to unite us all under the common 
flag of humanity. 
When Gutmann talks about social change she means positive color conscious policies. 
Typically, there is the misconception that color conscious policies do more damage than good 
because they indirectly perpetuate racism. In reality, color conscious policies simply work to 
acknowledge and redeem the all important history of injustice. Color conscious rejects racism, 
but acknowledges the fact that years of social injustice, and systematic oppression cannot be 
swept under the rug, and they have to be addressed. 
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We see this type of resistance to affirmative action, and most recently the Black Lives 
Matter movement. Detractors typically argue that they only serve to divide us, by shedding light 
on the racial tensions that many would like to believe are long gone. Detractors would ask for us 
to forget about the incredibly important history, and just move into a color blind future. This 
color blind future is an attempt to hide active racists, while allowing for passive racists to 
continue doing what they have been doing, but what we need is a shift in consciousness from 
both groups. Detractors paint leaders within the movement as race­baiters, in order to protect 
their irrational perceptions. The “Race Baiting” rhetoric in response to the Black Live Matter 
movement is dismissive, and an attempt to evade critical conversations about race. This isn’t to 
say that the movement should never be critiqued, but ultimately it is just an appeal to the 
common thread of humanity in all of us, and that isn’t something that should be dismissed any 
longer. It is important that we first walk before run. We have to work through and acknowledge 
the issues at hand before blindly moving forward to some post racial utopia. 
Black and White people may have different roles in combating social injustices, yet 
neither role is larger than the other. It is important for everyone to participate in social justice 
projects. By not doing so you run the risk of indirect support, and you also could run the risk of 
freeloading. For example if there was a community organized group that was working on 
building some sort of community center , and you did not sign any petitions or make any 
donations of money, time, or even material, then you would benefit from something that you did 
not contribute to. Obviously, this becomes a problem if everyone tries to freeload. This is a 
question of fairness. It would not be fair for someone that had $500 to not donate anything, when 
people with 50 dollars are making up the majority of donations. One's silence on issues of social 
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injustice can also be seen as indirect support for the status quo, for the same reasons. Change 
cannot occur without activity. In principle Gutmann states, “We should give to others according 
to our capacity, and we should not be free­riders on the moral efforts of others. In this society our 
identities as well as our obligations cannot help but be color conscious, but their source is the 
principle of fairness which is  colorblind.”  Most importantly this type of thinking can be 81
expanded to deal with social injustices outside of racism. Under the principle of fairness people 
who are less oppressed must do what they see fit to help others that are more oppressed than they 
are, the animating goal here is to not ride the wave of change without contributing to that wave 
itself. For example it is unfair for a rich White man to make no contributions the same way that it 
is unfair for a middle class black man to benefit from the work of a poor black woman. 
In conclusions, Guttman's framework is helpful because it offers a theoretical framework 
to appropriately distribute obligations for social justice change on a group level. Her framework 
also provides a new set of labels for two perspectives that this thesis has been attempting to 
uncover. Color and Race consciousness represent two important perspectives in the conversation 
surrounding racism, and although the two opposing sides are nothing new per say. Guttman's 
definitions provide a much more nuanced understanding, especially when both of them are taken 
into account. However, ultimately Guttman's labels don't answer the question of how to get rid of 
racism. We can now label Race consciousness when we see it, but ridding people of that sort of 
thinking remains the challenge. 
It is important to note that this challenge is separate from the challenges of group 
prosperity although it is related. The challenge of changing the heart of racists seems to fall 
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squarely on the shoulders of the individual. Even if there was group level success, and the types 
of things that generally plague African­American communities were brought to a halt. That does 
not mean that there won't still be people who see African­Americans as inferior, it just means 
that the system that supports, and manufactures that inferiority would be gone. We cannot 
legislate what is in the hearts of people. We can try to educate, and demonstrate, and converse, 
but it ultimately comes down to the racists willingness to change. Baldwin would say it comes 
down to their compassion, “There is something monstrous about never having been hurt, never 
having been made to bleed, never having lost anything, never having gained anything because 
life is beautiful, and in order to keep it beautiful you're going to stay just the way you are and 
you're not going to test your theory against all possibilities outside. America is something like 
that. The failure on our part to accept the reality of pain of anguish, or ambiguity, of death has 
turned us into a very peculiar and sometimes monstrous people. It means for one thing, and it's 
very serious that people who have had no experience have no compassion.”Gutmann’s 
framework gives us a tool to use in teaching social change, however that change that we seek is 
predicated on the compassion of individuals that Baldwin is referring to. In reality a balance 
between the two is what will give us the type of future that we desire. We need both active, and 
compassionate individuals working in a group towards the recognition of humanity everywhere.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
